Demonstration of lateral transmission of scrapie between sheep kept under natural conditions using lymphoid tissue biopsy.
Scrapie free adult sheep were introduced to a sheep flock specifically maintained to maximise scrapie infection. Native born sheep of the highly susceptible VRQ/VRQ genotype in this flock show highly efficient transmission, evidenced by 100% infection, with an age at death of less than 2 years. Infection in introduced sheep was identified by biopsy of tonsilar and nictitating membrane lymphoid tissue. Progeny of these sheep were monitored and clinical disease confirmed by examination of the brain using routine diagnostic methods. Naïve sheep of New Zealand origin introduced to the flock in adulthood became infected, demonstrating that lateral transmission had occurred. Lambs born to introduced ewes became infected and died at the same age as lambs born to native ewes, consistent with lateral transmission of scrapie to lambs. Although maternal transmission cannot be totally excluded for the lambs in this study, the data are consistent with lateral transmission being the most important means of spread leading to the high incidence of scrapie observed in this flock.